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A Different Look at the
Same Old Problem
ARTICLE BY PETER

RYNDERS

verted. Simple arguments are powerful
even if they are lacking in-facts.
I remember when I first heard Frank
Smith say that children learn phonics as
a result of the fact that they are learning to read. It isn't the other way around,
as so many have claimed. When I first
heard that, I doubted that he was right.
Now I am convinced that he was right
then and he is right now when he continues to say this.
Frank Smith not only knows something about how children learn, he also
knows something about history. He tells
about the research that began in
Germany in the 1870s. It was designed to
tap into the learning process and determine how people learn and why they forget. To do this, studies were conducted
using nonsense. People were exposed to
nonsense because, it was thought, this
would put everyone at the same starting
point in the learning process. It is from
these studies that we get information
about something called the "learning
curve" and something called the "forgetting curve."
Frank Smith concludes that the reason they found limits on the learning
process and the reason they found evidence of forgetting is that they used nonsense in the place of meaningful information. If children are exposed to nonsense, they retain the nonsense only as
long as they rehearse the nonsense regularly, and they forget the nonsense if
they fail to rehearse it regularly. It is not
unlike the situation where children write
spelling words five times each day and
never write these words anywhere else.

The debate over the role of phonics
instruction in the elementary school curriculum may never go away. Too much
has been said, too much has been invested. Phonics has become, for too many
people, the high stakes part of the early
elementary curriculum. Too many people, teachers included, are convinced
that being exposed to phonics instruction is to education what penicillin is to
medicine.
A big part of the problem is that people have gotten into the debate who
know little or nothing about the way
children learn how to read. They seem to
feel that since they have a stake in the
outcome and since they were once an
emergent reader, they ought to be able
to pontificate about the teaching of
phonics. Rudolf Flesch used to make
claims that he could teach any child to
read in about six months, using phonics.
He was sure this six months of instruction should occur in the first year of
school so that all children could benefit
from this ability to read during the rest
of their time in school.
Wouldn't it be nice! All ofus who
teach children to read all the time would
love to have seen someone prove such a
claim. Flesch and others make it so
abundantly obvious that they have never
been in a first-grade classroom.
However, this point of view is so simple
that it has a great deal of appeal in the
minds of people who have no access to
solid information about the learning
process. When anyone tries to refute this
simplistic argument, the believers simply
blow them off as not having been conMICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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The particular sequence of letters in the
words means very little to them, except
for the fact that it is part of an assignment over which they will be tested. As
everyone knows, even the children who
pass the test would fail the same test a
few weeks later.
I assume that this explains why I can
go into second and third-grade classrooms and find all kinds of confusion
about letters and words. I keep asking
myself, "How can children become
meaningfully engaged (my definition of
the setting for learning to happen) in letter sounds if they don't know what letters and words are? How can children
possibly understand how words are put
together if they don't know how vowels
are different from consonants? How can
children see letter patterns in words if
they don't know what they are looking
at? Why should we expect them to look
at anything that isn't meaningful to
them? How can they become curious
about something about which they are
so confused? And how can they learn if
they are not curious?"
Frank Smith's history lesson helps
explain much of this, but the confusion
also says a lot about the inadequacy of
traditional phonics instruction. After all,
and contrary to popular belief, these
confused children have sat through lots
of phonics instruction.
Smith argues that if you engage children in meaningful activities, the picture
changes. Meaningful activities can be
used by skillful teachers to help children
expand their understanding of how the
world works. When this happens, there
is no forgetting. What is learned in one
situation becomes the foundation for
learning in subsequent situations.
Learning happens from the inside out.
Advocates of traditional phonics
instruction tend to be people who are
schooled in the belief that learning happens from the outside in. It is called
teaching. Either they believe that the
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

brain is an empty file cabinet, waiting to
be filled up with rules, or they believe
that children just need to be taught the
right habits. Bad habits need to be eliminated. This may be called training, but it
is not what learning is all about.
If we fall into the trap of thinking that
teaching is learning (and this is extremely common), we tend to think that
because we "taught" something in a onehour "lesson," it must have been learned
in that one hour. What we forget is that
the learning process takes place over a
long period of time. Teaching letter
sounds doesn't give the child a system of
recognizing print. The children create
their own system with our help. This
doesn't happen, for many children, in
one nine-month period. It takes years.
It is for this reason that we need a
consistent approach to written language
learning that stretches from the first
grade or kindergarten all the way to the
fifth grade. It begins with words and letters and reaches all the way to editing
well-written pieces and responding to
good literature in discussion groups.
Teachers need to understand how this
whole process unfolds. If they only
know the part of the process that they
think they are responsible for, they think
that they aren't doing their job unless
they drill that one piece into children's
heads. They confuse the process of
becoming literate with that little bit of
training.
But, to go back to Frank Smith, I am
not suggesting that teaching phonics is
nonsense. I am only saying that the way
it has been traditionally taught is not
meaningful. The teaching of phonics, as
is true of so many things in school, has
been decontextualized. In many classrooms around Oakland County I have
run into children who have been in
phonics classrooms for more than a year
and they are confused about the basic
elements of written language. They
count words when you ask them to
ll
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words is almost incidental to the engagement in the story. Once the children
become curious about letter patterns, I
can move away from the story a bit.
But, to go back to the procedure, it is
in the sentences we create that we begin
to look for patterns. I may start by asking someone to tell me how many words
we used to make our second sentence.
(Notice the natural hook to writing. All
the language arts are truly connected.)
We go on to look at words that have the
most letters in them or the fewest, etc.
We look for three-letter words, we talk
about whether the letter a in a sentence
can also be a word. We struggle together
for a definition of a word, etc.
I lmow that the issue of vowels and
consonants will come up. No one seems
to realize that every word needs a vowel.
Consistent with that, everyone seems to
think that the letter b has a sound (buh).
I try to help them see that if the sound of
b is buh, and if the sound of e is the same
as its name, then the letters b-e must be
sounded buhee. They need to see that
consonants depend on the vowels to be
pronounceable, and that consonants
cluster around vowels for this reason.
Teachers need to see, from this, that
consonants should never be sounded in
isolation.
The issue of "and sometimes y"
always comes up. Children, and, I suspect, not a few teachers, think that this
means "and rarely y." After I have helped
children see patterns in words for a
while, we usually agree to add y to the
list of vowels in all cases except where it
is the first letter in a word.
I prefer to maintain the atmosphere of
a group of learners creating rules to help
us name the patterns we are seeing in
the print we have created. If we see evidence that forces us to question what we
have always been told, we test what
seems to be a more useful generalization.
In short, I try to help them loo½ at lan-

count letters and they seem to lmow
nothing about the difference between
vowels and consonants. The fact that
they are confused does not surprise me,
but the fact that they probably will get
little help with their confusions in the
future does bother me. Phonics is not
only presented improperly, it is presented too early for many children and for
too short a time.
What teachers are working so hard to
help children with is not helping many of
them at all. I am convinced that this is
because traditional phonics does not
have a meaning base. It is based on the
belief that sounds in isolation can add
up to written language, yet it is not rooted in meaningful language.
Meaningfulness cannot grow from meaninglessness. What happens in too many
phonics classrooms is not perceived by
the child as related to meaningful language development. What we are teaching appears to the children as nonsense,
and, for all our hard work, what we get
is "forgetting."
However, lest you think that I have
forgotten why I started all this, let me
tell you about what I have come to call
Embedded Phonics. What I do is begin
with a story. I either read to the children
or I refer to a story they have just been
talking about. I do not expect any decoding from the children, and I never give
them any messages that would lead
them to believe that it is in their ability
to decode that the big payoff lies. The
goal is the learning and the pure enjoyment that comes from a good story. In a
real sense, the recognition of print is
perceived by the learners as almost incidental to the story. The focus is consistently placed on the words of the author
and we construct sentences from those
words. In this way we keep the activity
meaning based. Fluent word recognition
is my goal but I must keep the students
focused on the meaningful story. In this
sense, the learning of letter patterns in
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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guage, not in terms of a bunch of rules
handed down to them from the outside,
but in terms of the way we all talk, trying
to make sense out of the print in front of
us. That, after all, is the way an anthropologist, for example, would look at data
and that, after all, is the way the brain
works. Learning happens from the inside
out.
All of this proceeds over many weeks
and involves lots of practice. However, I
prefer for most of the practice to continue in the form of teacher-directed, oral
interaction. Time consuming as this is,
there is no substitute for a child being
challenged to reflect on our sentences in
order to find a word, to give an example,
that begins with a consonant cluster followed by a single vowel and ending in a
single consonant (stop would qualify).
Children could be challenged to form
these in their heads and work in groups
to log the words they think of, but it
should be done first orally.
I have avoided allowing this procedure to harden into a "program" because
I think it is critical that it remain flexible
and responsive to whatever confusions
the children exhibit. I also prefer to follow the language we have created, looking for patterns in whatever comes from
them.
I advocate what I call the "peel-off'
procedure for grouping. This involves
starting with the whole class and gradually excusing the students who are obviously very successful. The point, of
course, is to give others a chance to
become the ones to do most of the
responding. Eventually, you get down to
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the children who are having the greatest
difficulty or are extremely shy. By then,
they will be very clear about what you
are doing because they have seen it
modeled so often.
This approach to written language
can continue all the way into multisyllabic words. This gets into syllables.
However, I take an approach to syllables
that is not the traditional one. There is
no emphasis placed on where the syllable boundaries are, only on how the letters group themselves together. The
same grouping of consonants around
vowels that we observed in familiar
words serves the students as they
encounter words that are not regularly
used in ordinary talking. All of this
serves the writing process as well, particularly in the editing aspects of writing.
In this way, one continuous system of
looking at the print form of the language
serves the students as they grow in literacy over several years. If we do it consistently, and if we stay with it for a long
enough period of time, using this
approach will get us to the outcome that
we all desire: the proliferation of lifelong learning in literacy.
Traditional phonics instruction
doesn't seem to be leading us to this outcome but Embedded Phonics might.

Peter Rynders serves as a specialist
at the Oakkand Intermediate School
District. For more information about
this procedure, please contact Peter
Rynders at Oakland Schools, 2100
Pontiac Lake Road, Waterford, MI
48328.
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